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Stemmata quid faciunt? 
The Restraints of Freedom in Private Lives of Romans
The aim of the present paper is to convey the impression provided of the private lives of 
Romans by Juvenal's Satires. The acerbic words of contempt for the corrupted morals of the 
Romans living under the Empire, which the Poet utters so frequently, may be regarded as 
a source of information on the limitations of freedom in lives that should have been ruled by 
the norms of mos maiorum. I intend to accomplish this task by analysing the mindset of the 
Poet's literary persona. 
In his 8th Satire Juvenal asks the question of the usefulness of genealogical trees as 
a method of acquiring knowledge on one's personality. Then, by means of diverse examples 
of virtuous Roman citizens who had offspring unworthy of their fathers, the Poet provides 
us with an utter refutation of this genealogical formula. Only one's own achievements and 
not those of noble ancestors may prove one's civic virtues. But what is Juvenal’s 
understanding of virtus and what does he regard as a transgression against the canon of 
virtue? 
The answer can be found in the 6th (5. 1-20, 287-300), the 11th (5. 77-119) and the 
14th (160-172) Satire, where idyllic images of the simple Republican life are conjured up. 
The happiness of that Golden Age was guaranteed by common modesty, limited material 
possessions and lack of greed and envy in human actions. These provided a foundation for 
public morality that secured a proper social role for every Roman man and woman: 
mox etiam fractis aetate ac Punica passis 
proelia uel Pyrrhum inmanem gladiosque Molossos 
tandem pro multis uix iugera bina dabantur 
uulneribus; merces haec sanguinis atque laboris 
nulli uisa umquam meritis minor aut ingratae 
curta fides patriae, saturabat glebula talis 
patrem ipsum turbamque casae, qua feta iacebat 
uxor et infantes ludebant quattuor, unus 
uernula, tres domini; sed magnis fratribus horum
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a scrobe uel sulco redeuntibus altera cena
amplior et grandes fumabant pultibus ollae.
(14, 161-172)
This state of rigid well — being had been terminated by the influx of luxury and avarice 
following the victories of the Roman troops.
nunc patimur longae pacis mala, saeuior armis
luxuria incubuit uictumque ulciscitur orbem. 
nullum crimen abest facinusque libidinis ex quo 
paupertas Romana perit. hinc fluxit ad istos 
et Sybaris colies, hinc et Rhodos et Miletos 
atque coronatum et petulans madidumque Tarentum, 
prima peregrinos obscena pecunia mores 
intulit, et turpi fregerunt saecula luxu 
diuitiae molies, quid enim uenus ebria curat?
(6, 292-300)
Juvenal shares this belief with the eminent historians (Livy 1,1; Sallust Cat. I, 2), but 
unlike them he clings to an extreme interpretation. The legend of the simple Republican life 
with its pristine morality is introduced as a direct counterpart to modem corruption. The 
heroes of the splendid past are evoked to give evidence, by means of sheer contrast, to the 
depravity of the imperial Rome. Thus, it is plausible that Curius, Fabius, Cato, Scaurus, 
Fabricius and other Troiugeni (11, 77-95) have been selected by the Poet to represent the 
stemmata of his ideology. By identifying himself as a descendant of these grand names, the 
Satirist feels justified in his righteous indignation at the people he lives among. It was even 
observed by Susanna Morton Braund that the first book of Satires appears to be a satiric 
epos, with Lucilius, the Author's persona, appointed as a hero. Lucilius is presented as 
a defender of traditional values striking against modern evil.1
1 See Braund 1996: 23.
2 See Knochel971: 105-129.
3 See Cecchin 1998: 986.
No starker contrast may be conceived than the difference between Juvenal’s and 
Horace’s literary output. The latter takes up the position of an understanding teacher, whose 
ironic observations,2 sometimes tinted with severity, but mostly purely humorous, are 
destined to correct infirmity of human character. The technique of spoudogelion is a means 
of thoroughly transforming imperfect reality. The world seen through the eyes of Horace’s 
narrator is guided by reason, implying the conviction that every aspect of existence should 
be regarded as a part of the harmonious whole where even evil has its limits.3 Juvenal 
believes that every vice has reached its peak and there is no base feeling or vile act that 
could be added to the catalogue of depravity flourishing in Rome during his life (1, 147— 
149).
Since Juvenal’s favourite literary technique is the production of chains of hyperbolic 
visions of abnormalities, an attitude of extreme scepticism should be applied while trying to 
extract the actual information from the torrents of angry words. Yet, it can be observed that 
there are three major areas the Poet alludes to where freedom of choice in a Roman’s private 
life was seriously limited. The first is a social definition of gender roles, the second norms 
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of family law, the third economic differences. It is the last domain that the Speaker of the 
Satires identifies as perilous to the liberty of vast numbers of Roman citizens, whereas the 
former two incite his rabid protests against the trespassers of society’s rules. This slant, 
however, is anything but unexpected from a guardian of the Republican values.
Women are chosen as a principal target of the Moralist’s fury, whose anger stimulates 
an enumeratio of female vices gathered together without respect to proportion. Equally 
guilty of a crime against social rules is a woman fighting in the arena (1,22-23) like the one 
who poisoned her husband (1,69-72). There are actors’ and gladiators’ lovers (6,68-113); 
there is an empress prostituting herself (6,114-135); a rich wife who takes control of her 
husband (6,136-141); pretty wives that are soon expelled, because of swiftly fading beauty, 
but who in the meantimewaste their husbands’ money (6,142-160); there are boring good 
women (6,161-183); lascivious old ladies (6,184-199); a wife who tries to play a man’s role 
and control her husband’s money and friends (6,200-230); litigious women that like to 
appear in court (6,242-245); some that like to wrestle, which brings shame on their 
husbands (6,246-267); some who are overeducated and act in a superior way towards men 
(6,434—456); some who find pleasure in gossiping about politics (6,398-^412); what’s more, 
women easily fall prey to religious fanaticism and depend on their seers (6,511-591); but 
first of all women enjoy adultery and take all kinds of lovers (6,23-241,268-285,301-351, 
O. 1-34,366-397,474-507). Their refusal to bear children (6,592-609) and their readiness 
to kill inconvenient family members (6,627-661) top this list of accusations.
The Speaker of the Satires seems to be outraged to the same degree by the criminal 
offences women are charged with and by their perfectly innocent (from a modern point of 
view) behaviour and hobbies. But this disparity of incriminated acts must have been 
considered slight and did not affect the tenor of the poem: all the enumerated female actions 
were considered abnormal, because, as Amy Richlin4 has proved, the decisive feature of 
Roman sexual humour is an agreement between a teller and an audience on what constitutes 
normality. The shocking factor in the case of female gladiators, students of Greek and Latin 
grammar, politics aficionados? was their entering into the sphere reserved exclusively for 
males.
4 See Richlin 1992: 58.
5 See Pomeroyl975: 150-163.
6 See Balsdon 1962: 201-223; Crook 1967: 98-106; Thomas 1992: 83-138; Hanson 1999: 19-66.
The Roman family law system defined women as infirm (infirmitas sexus) and weak of 
mind (imbecillitas mentis), which necessitated confining their legal capacity by appointing 
a male guardian to all their actions. In a form of marriage cum manu popular till the late 
Republic, after a wedding a girl passed from under the father’s authority (auctoritas) into 
that of her husband.5 If a girl was married sine manu, she continued to be subject to her 
father’s will. The dependency did not end with emancipation or the father’s death. 
According to the Law of the Twelve Tables the closest agnate of a woman was designated 
her guardian. This law was limited by Augustus, who exempted from this requirement 
women who gave birth to three children, and later it was abolished by Claudius.6
Therefore, in Juvenal’s times the extent of females’ liberties was larger than in the 
beginnings of the Empire, yet the social expectations, as expressed in the Satires, could not 
so easily be diminished. The matetfamilias received respect unless she compromised her 
husband’s authority. The wife who corrects her husband’s grammatical errors shows 
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contempt for his superior position. However, in matters of smaller importance the antique 
severity was replaced with more lenient means of castigation. The elder Pliny tells us about7 8
Egnatius Maetennus, who beat his wife to death for drinking wine from the cask and was 
pronounced not guilty by Romulus. Juvenal only snivels about women who would drink and 
vomit during dinners (6,42—430), the only acceptable punishment for them being a divorce.
7 H. N. 14,89; see Balsdon 1962: 213.
8 See Litewski 1995: 154.
’See Pomeroy 1975: 158-159; Cantarella 2002: 142.
10 See Veyne 1985: 29; Cantarella 2002: 110.
11 Sen. Contr. 4 praef. 10.
Regardless of the social pressure, legal provisions existed in imperial Rome ,regulating 
certain aspects of life that were reckoned by the State to be of great significance: the laws on 
sexuality.
In the second Satire, which constitutes an attack on passive men, the names of two such 
laws are recalled: the lex lulia (2,37) and the lex Scatinia (2,44). In the first case Juvenal 
hints certainly at the Lex lulia de adulteriis coercendis that may have formed a part of the 
lex lulia de maritandis ordinibus* passed in the year 18 B.C. Augustus with this law 
introduced a court (quaestio perpetua) for adultery from now on regarded as a public 
offence (crimen publicum), but the legislation was applied only to women. The regulation 
limited the role of the paterfamilias, who formerly was permitted to kill the adulteress. It 
forced the husband to divorce an unfaithful wife and bring her to trial. The woman found 
guilty lost half of her dowry, her lover was to pay a part of his property, and both were 
exiled. Besides the adultery Augustus decided to ban illicit male sexual relations (stuprum), 
i.e. outside marriage or concubinage, but excluded sexual congress with prostitutes.9 The 
legislation evidently sanctioned double standards in restricting the sexual activities of men 
and women.
The interpretation of the Lex Scatinia causes considerable difficulties. First, the name of 
its author has not been well attested; then the time of its promulgation is uncertain, although 
the predominant opinion holds the year 149 to be a probable date.10 Nor is the content of the 
bill fully known, yet the analysis of the sources gives support to the conviction that the law 
enforced penalties for homosexual relations with a free born boy (stuprum cum puero) and 
that in the case (in the case/ in cases) of attachments between adults, a passive partner was 
subject to punishment. It appears that a fine of 10 000 sestertii was imposed on the offender. 
This regulation (as well as the previously mentioned one) leaves open a question of why, 
these two words seem obscure only certain forms of behaviour were deemed worthy of 
being penalised?
The answer lies in the Roman idea of a citizen who should remain dominant and 
conquering. The molies as well as masculine women transgressed against social norms. 
Seneca the Older formulated an opinion that inpudicitia in ingenuo crimen est, in servo 
necessitas, in liberto officium11 (passivity is a crime in case of a free man, it is the obligation 
of a slave, and the duty of a freedman). In consonance with this statement, Juvenal does not 
attack sexual relation between males as such, but imposes on this aspect of sexuality the 
traditional rules of Roman society. While railing at female vices, he suggests that it is better 
to keep the company of a boy-friend than to marry (6,33-37):
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pusio, qui noctu non litigat, exigit a te
nulla iacens illic munuscula [...]
(6,35-36)
The Satirist’s rage is caused by the feminine wardrobe, gestures and make-up favoured 
by some of his fellow-citizens (2, 93-107). He is continuously confronting images of 
modern laxity and former severity:
Stoicidae; quid enim falsi Laronia? sed quid
non facient alii, cum tu multicia sumas,
Cretice, et hanc uestem populo mirante perores
in Proculas et Pollittas? est moecha Fabulla;
damnetur, si uis, etiam Carfmia: talem
non sumet damnata togam. ‘sed Iulius ardet,
aestuo.’ nudus agas: minus est insania turpis.
en habitum quo te leges ac iura ferentem
uulneribus crudis populus modo uictor et illud 
montanum positis audiret uulgus aratris.
(2, 65-75)
The ultimate argument recalls the shades of the noble Romans of the past:
sed tu uera puta: Curius quid sentit et ambo
Scipiadae, quid Fabricius manesque Camilli,
quid Cremerae legio et Cannis consumpta iuuentus,
(2, 153-155).
The intention of the Poet in so doing is to remind the reader of the norms of virtus 
Romana established by those Republican heroes. Once again the ideological stemmata are 
used to correct modem reality and to re-establish the wobbling figure of vir Romanus whose 
sexual dominance, as Eva Cantarella affirms,12 over women and inferior men was one of the 
decisive features of his power.
See Cantarella 2002: 171.
The next problem arising while reading Juvenal’s Satires is the liberty of family 
members subject to their father’s authority. The 14th Satire is dedicated to the transmission 
of vices between generations. Sons adopt, adapt and improve bad examples set by their 
fathers; some of them go even as far as to kill their paterfamilias.
nec tibi parcetur misero, trepidumque magistrum
in cauea magno fremitu leo toilet alumnus.
nota mathematicis genesis tua, sed graue tardas
expectare colus: morieris stamine nondum
abrupto. iam nunc obstas et uota moraris,
iam torquet iuuenem longa et ceruina senectus.
(14,246-252)
The Satirist, of course, angrily laments such a horrible state of affairs, yet he refrains 
from examining the legal system that encouraged crimes. He does, however, make mention 
of paternal tyranny:
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corripies nimirum et castigabis acerbo
clamore ac post haec tabulas mutare parabis.
(14,54-55).
These were the rights given to a father by his patria potestas. The paterfamilias 
presided over the house court (iudicium domestic um) and was obliged to castigate a person 
subject to his power, and in more serious cases even sentence one to death. This unnecessary 
due to the ‘later’ unrestricted authority (vitae necisque potestas) was later limited by the 
requirement of giving evidence to the house court (ius vitae necisque), and during the 
Principate this power almost ceased to be used. But it continued to be formally valid till the 
reign of Constantine the Great.13 The father was also legally empowered to abandon his 
offspring or sell them into slavery. All the property (peculium) acquired by a son remained 
under the control of the paterfamilias, as long as his auctoritas lasted, i.e. practically until 
his death. Even mature men who held important public positions were not entitled to dispose 
of financial resources that they acquired without their father’s consent. Yet, loans made to 
sons till Vespasian’s bill could not be14 redeemed by means of legal action, since borrowers 
did not have a legal capacity.
13 See Litewski 1998: 180.
14 See Crook 1967: 107-109.
Hence, if parricidium parricide was by no means a comprehensible way of gaining 
one’s personal freedom, these horrendous acts may be regarded as a product of a warped 
family system. Juvenal, indeed, while deploring the decline of the old discipline, is at the 
same time apparently aware of its imperfections. Although he does not postulate suggest 
legal changes, he cautions fathers against the consequences of abuse of patria potestas. And, 
in addition to the severe criticism of the contemporary father-figure the Poet glorifies the 
position of a soldier:
solis praeterea testandi militibus ius
uiuo patre datur. nam quae sunt parta labore 
militiae placuit non esse in corpore census, 
omne tenet cuius regimen pater. [...] 
(16,51-55)
There is only one question left in this brief survey of the lack of personal freedom in 
Juvenal’s Rome: the deprivation of one’s rights caused by financial status. The 3rd Satire 
contains the bitter catalogue of a poor man’s humiliations: poverty strips him of credibility 
in court, he is pushed from his patron’s door, pushed out of his seat in a theatre, would not 
be accepted as a son-in-law, is not named as an heir, and is not consulted by aediles (3, 121— 
162).
diuitis hie seruo cludit latus ingenuorum
filius; [...]
(3,131-132).
The 5th Satire adds to these humiliations the restraints of freedom in speech:
[...] plurima sunt quae
non audent homines pertusa dicere laena.
(5,130-131).
Stemmata quid faciunt? The Restraints of Freedom in Private Lives of Romans 161
And because nothing in Rome is ever free (3,183), even fundamental needs are satisfied 
at a great expense:
[...] magnis opibus dormitur in urbe.
inde caput morbi. raedarum transitus arto 
uicorum in flexu et stands conuicia mandrae 
(3,235-237)
[...] libertas pauperis haec est:
pulsatus rogat et pugnis concisus adorat
ut liceat paucis cum dentibus inde reuerti.
(3,299-301)
The problems thus described were shared by a vast number of the population of Rome. 
At the beginning of the Empire 750 000 to 1 000 000 free people lived in the City; there was 
no middle class with the exception of a few freedmen, and the upper class was formed by 
a small number of 600 senators and 2 000 knights.15 The income received by the members 
of the upper classes was grossly disproportionate to the salary of a worker. Cato the 
Younger , whose way of life was deemed simple and moderate, had a property valued at 4 
000 000 sestertii and giving them 550 to 660 sestertii daily. An unqualified labourer would 
be paid 3 sestertii a day.16 And it should be added that the public alimentary aid was cut by 
Caesar and Augustus, being given to 150 000 Romans instead of 350 000 as before.17
15 See Balsdon 1979: 12.
16 See Whittaker 1997: 344.
17 See Whittaker 1997:365.
” See Litewski 1998: 111.
The poverty in Rome, as viewed by eminent writers, formed part of a natural law. The 
outer signs of penury stigmatised the indigent and exposed them to a moral criticism. Cicero 
in Tusculanae disputationes (5, 104, 11) makes a remark on the labourers which he 
considers obvious: quos ... sicut operarios barbarosque contemnas. In De ojficiis (2, 70) the 
Philosopher introduces a bald statement that not every poor man is dishonest: sin autem 
inopem [defenderis], probum tamen et modestum, omnes non improbi humites quae magna 
in populo multitudo est, praesidium sibi paratum vident. Seneca in one of his Epistles (88, 
21) expresses a conviction that a labourer’s work is deprived of dignity: Vulgares opificum, 
quae manu constant et ad instruendam vitam occupatae sunt, in quibus nulla decoris, nulla 
honesti simulatio est.
These preconceived notions had a substantial impact on the legal status of the poor. The 
imperial penal law absorbed the social definition of honestiores — high rank citizens — and 
humiliores — low class. The latter, if convicted of an offence, were chastised with severe 
punishments, such as crucifixion, death by exposure to wild animals, or work in mines, 
whereas in the case of the former the tortures were in practice not applied.18
Considering these opinions and these facts, one should not be surprised by Juvenal’s 
verses in which he describes how some of the poor tried to avoid being ridiculed or 
excluded.
hie ultra uires habitus nitor, hie aliquid plus 
quam satis est interdum aliena sumitur area.
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commune id uitium est: hie uiuimus ambitiosa
paupertate omnes. quid te moror?
(3, 180-183).
Conclusions
Juvenal’s Speaker in his attacks on the social reality of Imperial Rome demands the 
restoration of Republican values, which in his view have been damaged by the differences 
of income of the various classes of the society. Because of his ideological position he 
disregards the limitations of freedom guaranteed both by family laws and by the social 
concept of gender roles.
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